














however,	 embrace	 the	 paradigm	 for	 all	 that	 it	 has	 to	 offer,	 despite	 claiming	 to	 being	
grounded	 in	 their	 approach	 to	 generating	 theory.	 Here	 I	 share	 my	 own	 passion	 for	
grounded	 theory:	 from	 the	 epistemological	 journey	 that	 led	 me	 to	 the	 paradigm,	 to	







theory-	 generating	 capabilities;	 its	 versatility	 for	 being	 a	 method,	 a	 technique,	 a	
framework,	 a	 paradigm,	 all	 rolled	 into	 one;	 its	 promise	 to	 “discover”	 something	
refreshingly	new	in	unchartered	territory;	and	its	capacity	to	transform	the	mere	mortal	
researcher	into	a	theoretical	conquistador	of	his	or	her	data.	GT’s	amorphousness	gives	
the	 impression	 of	 simplicity,	 inferring	 that	 anyone	 anywhere	 could	 (potentially)	 be	
adopting	 the	method.	 If	we	 consider	 the	nuts	 and	bolts	 of	GT	 to	 be	 “the	discovery	 of	
emerging	patterns	in	data”	(Glaser,	in	Walsh	et	al.	2015:593)	as	argued	by	founding	father	
Barney	Glaser,	 then	 it	would	 appear	 that	 in	 fact	 “everybody	 engages	 in	GT	 every	day	
because	it’s	a	very	simple	human	process	to	figure	out	patterns	and	to	act	in	response	to	
those	patterns”	 (p.	593),	making	 the	paradigm	seem	quite	effortless	 in	 its	application.	




closely	to	the	field	under	study.	 Instead	of	 forcing	“pet	 ideas”	onto	data,	 the	grounded	
theorist	should	discover	fresh,	new	theory	from	their	context.	Rugged	and	brave,	GT	has	
real	(sex)	appeal	for	the	inductively	inclined	social	scientist.	


























and	 Strauss	 1967),	 grounded	 theorists—as	 inductive	 researchers—express	 an	
idiographic	 knowledge	 in	 the	 form	 of	 working	 hypotheses,	 which	 is	 transient	 and	
contextual	 (Lincoln	 1990).	 Qualitative	 research	 is	 regularly	 criticized	 for	 potentially	





collection,	 data	 analysis,	 and	 finally	 presentation	 of	 data-driven	 findings,	 qualitative	
researchers—including	 grounded	 theorists—are	 expected	 to	 go	 the	 extra	 mile	 in	
justifying	their	methodological	approach,	unpacking	the	process	in	a	systematic	manner,	
and	making	their	respondents	 the	protagonists	of	 the	study.	 In	 the	second	half	of	 this	
review	 of	 GT,	 I	 provide	 some	 examples	 of	 how	 the	 researcher	 can	 overcome	 such	
obstacles	and	tackle	(face	on)	the	biases	that	continue	to	haunt	our	field	of	interpretive	
research1.	
	 Like	any	great	 love	story,	GT	also	has	 its	 fair	share	of	drama,	where	an	 irreparable	
quarrel	 broke	 its	 founding	 fathers	 into	 two	 competing	 schools	 of	 thought,	where	 one	





	 Although	 Discovery	 continues	 to	 be	 cited	 ad	 nauseam,	 there	 remains	 little	
consideration	 for	key	works	 that	came	after	 this	capolavoro.	Discovery	 is	a	beautifully	




such2	 If	 researchers	 do	 little	 more	 than	 read	Discovery	 as	 lightly	 acknowledging	 the	
                                                        
1 As Gioia et al. (2012) bluntly put it, qualitative researchers continue to face scientific skepticism in the field, 
with heart-wrenching feedback such as “Great story! Good writing! Incisive thinking! But how do we know you 
haven’t just made up an interesting interpretation” (p. 18). 
2 Classic GT, as presented in Discovery, “is not a qualitative research methodology but rather a general 
methodology for the development of theory using any and all types of data” (Walsh et al. 2015:585; Glaser and 
Strauss 1967). Gibson and Hartman (2014) argued that Discovery “would never be a set of clearly defined 
‘procedures and definitions’ [but rather] part argument, part presentation of [Glaser and Strauss’s] approach 






data	 analysis,	 and	 data	 presentation	 in	 an	 unconvincing	 and	 methodologically	 weak	
manner,	 demonstrating	 a	 limited	 understanding	 of	 the	 paradigm	 itself.	 Fernandez,	 in	
Walsh	et	al.	(2015),	warned	how	“limited	reading	can,	and	often	does,	induce	a	risky	sense	
of	competence”	(p.	587).	The	“all	is	data”	dictum	is	easily	abused,	meaning	that	careless	
yet	 abundant	 presentation	 of	 data	 does	 not	 count	 as	 GT.	 Raw	 data	 do	 not	 speak	 for	







method	 (1992,	 1998,	 2001,	 2007,	 to	 name	 but	 a	 few),	 Strauss	 and	 Corbin’s	 (1990)	
procedures	 and	 techniques,	 Charmaz’s	 (2000,	 2002,	 2005,	 2006,	 2014)	 brilliant	
development	 of	 constructivist	GT,	Birks	 and	Mills’s	 (2011)	practical	 guide,	Goulding’s	
(2002)	insightful	application	of	GT	to	organizational	studies	and	marketing,	and	Gibson	
and	 Hartman’s	 (2014)	 “rediscovery”	 of	 the	 method	 and	 comprehensive	 overview	 of	
current	debates	on	the	paradigm,	as	well	as	editorial	pieces	positioning	GT	within	specific	
fields,	such	as	Suddaby’s	(2006)	clarification	of	what	GT	is	not,	Gioia	and	Pitre’s	(1990)	




and	 problem	 solving	 (Gibson	 and	 Hartman	 2014).	 It	 is	 based	 on	 the	 principles	 of	
emergence,	theoretical	sampling,	and	constant	comparison.	Those	who	adopt	GT	should	
remain	“open	to	what	 is	discovered	empirically	 in	 the	area	under	study”	(Walsh	et	al.	
2015:586);	carry	out	data	collection,	data	coding,	and	analysis	iteratively	throughout	the	
research	process	 so	as	 to	make	 careful	 and	 conscientious	 choices	 as	 to	which	data	 to	
collect	next	in	the	theory-generating	journey;	and	be	able	to	continuously	compare	the	
data	 in	search	for	similarities	and	differences.	On	the	 issue	of	openness,	which	should	
“cascade	 throughout	 the	 research	process”	 (Gibson	 and	Hartman	2014:35),	 Gioia	 and	




were	 brought	 up	 repeatedly	 by	 their	 respondents,	 which	 led	 the	 study	 down	 a	
theoretically	 and	 refreshingly	 new	 path.	 Had	 they	 designed	 their	 interview	 protocol	
“around	existing	theory	and	terminology”	(Gioia	et	al.	2012:17)	and	inadvertently	forced	
prior	constructs	onto	their	participants	during	the	interview	process	itself,	they	would	




will	 be	 limited,	 in	 the	 eyes	 of	 GT,	 by	 preconceptions	 regarding	 smoking	 as	 being	
problematic,	stigmatizing,	and	something	smokers	have	to	cope	with.	Remaining	open	
not	only	encourages	new,	unexplored	areas	of	 research	 to	emerge	but	also	allows	 the	









in	 the	 field	but	 rather	unearthed	with	 considerable	 amount	of	 trial	 and	error.	 In	 fact,	











the	 unavoidable	 domestic	 squabbles,	 especially	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 presenting	 my	




























consuming,	 yet	 immensely	 satisfying	 once	 the	 researcher	 identifies	 a	 paradigm	 that	





that	 only	when	we	 are	 aware	 of	 our	 own	 epistemological	 position	 and	 philosophical	
underpinnings	can	we	convincingly	present	our	chosen	methodology	as	the	most	suitable	
approach	to	the	social	phenomena	under	study.	A	quick	overview	of	key	ontological	and	
epistemological	 assumptions	 convinced	me	 that	 constructivism	was	 the	most	 suitable	
approach	 to	 unpacking	 the	 social	 phenomena	 under	 study,	 and	 it	 was	 through	


















or	 “leakage	 from	 their	 own	 personal	 involvement”	 (Burr	 2003:151),	 comes	 from	 the	










	 Reacting	 against	 the	 dominance	 of	 positivism,	 sociologists	 and	 historians	 of	 the	
nineteenth	and	twentieth	centuries	argued	that	human	sciences,	unlike	natural	sciences,	
called	 for	 a	 completely	 different	 process	 of	 interpretation	 to	 enable	 a	 deeper	
understanding	 of	 social	 phenomena	 (Schwandt	 2000).	 Critical	 theorists	 believe	 in	 an	
objective	external	reality:	If	common	man	appears	to	be	in	a	state	of	false	consciousness,	




becomes	 a	 central	 figure	 in	 the	 research	 process	 and	 uses	 qualitative	 methods	 and	
interpretive	 approaches	 to	 develop	 theory	 rather	 than	 test	 it:	 Taking	 a	 bottom-up	
perspective,	the	researcher’s	analysis	of	social	phenomena	and	practices	will	in	turn	mold	









Constructivism,	 or	 social	 constructionism,	 as	 a	 school	 of	 thought	 traces	 its	 origins	 to	
postmodern-	 ism,	 which	was	 critical	 of	 taken-for-granted	ways	 of	 understanding	 the	
world	 (Benton	 and	 Craib	 2011;	 Burr	 2003;	 Silverman	 2010),	 stressing	 instead	 for	 a	
multifaceted,	 interpretive,	situation-based	vision	of	reality	(Burr	2003:12).	Berger	and	
Luckmann’s	 seminal	 work—The	 Social	 Construction	 of	 Reality	 of	 1966—argues	 that	
human	 beings	 together	 create	 and	 then	 sustain	 all	 social	 phenomena	 through	 social	






the	 naive	 assumption	 that	 there	 exists	 a	 totally	 independent	 external	 reality.	 “The	

















but	 rather	 against	 a	 backdrop	 of	 socially	 and	 culturally	 shared	 understandings,	
languages,	 and	 practices:	 “man’s	 specific	 humanity	 and	 his	 sociality	 are	 inextricably	
intertwined.	Homo	sapiens	is	always,	and	in	the	same	measure,	homo	socius”	(Berger	and	
Luckmann	1966:69).	Never	engaging	in	a	sociohistorical	vacuum,	Burr	(2003)	observed	
how,	 as	 a	 social	 being,	 or	Homo	 socius,	 one	 is	 necessarily	 born	 into	 a	world	 that	 has	
already	been	constructed	by	previous	generations:	
	
Human	 beings	 continually	 construct	 the	 social	 world,	 which	 then	 becomes	 a	
reality	to	which	they	must	respond.	So	that	although	human	beings	construct	the	
social	world	they	cannot	construct	it	in	any	way	they	choose.	At	birth	they	enter	a	
                                                        
3 Highly interpretive and focused on linking constructs, constructivist GT takes on the added burden of describing 
“what is going on” in the field as well as exploring how individuals and groups construct their meanings and 



















hope	 to	 abstract	 or	 approximate	 to	 a	 single	 reality	 but	 rather	 openly	 embraces	 “the	
presentation	of	multiple,	holistic,	 competing,	and	often	conflictual	realities	of	multiple	
stakeholders	 and	 research	 participants”	 (Lincoln	 1990:73),	 including	 the	 researchers.	
This	participatory	nature	of	the	paradigm	made	it	incredibly	attractive	to	me,	as	I	was	
encouraged	 to	 become	 part	 of	 the	 research	 process	 and	 embrace	 being	 a	 passionate	
participant	of	the	study.	
	 Ontologically	with	its	relativist	approach,	epistemologically	with	its	subjectivism,	and	








and,	 indeed	outside	 themselves	as	persons”	 (Lincoln	1990:70)	 to	deliver	 credible	and	
value-free	research	results.	GT,	however,	takes	a	reflexive	approach	to	the	world	under	








[w]e	 are	 not	 passive	 receptacles	 into	which	 data	 are	 poured	 [so	 that]	 neither	
observer	nor	observed	come	to	a	scene	untouched	by	the	world.	Researchers	and	
research	 participants	 make	 assumptions	 about	 what	 is	 real,	 possess	 stocks	 of	
knowledge,	 occupy	 social	 statutes,	 and	 pursue	 purposes	 that	 influence	 their	
respective	views	and	actions	in	the	presence	of	each	other.	(p.	15)	
                                                        
4 With this in mind, “people, institutions and interactions are involved in producing the realities in which they 
live and these productive efforts are based on processes of meaning-making” (Flick 2007:12; see also Crotty 





from	start	 to	 finish,	making	 research	a	 “co-production”	 (or	 “co-generation”	of	 theory)	
between	the	researcher	and	the	researched	(Denzin	and	Lincoln	2005:21),	meaning	that	
we	should	be	aware	of	our	“position	in	the	field”	(Pratt	2009:859)	and	be	willing	to	reflect	
about	our	position	within	 the	 study	 (Burr	2003;	Charmaz	2005;	Gibson	and	Hartman	
2014;	Guba	1990;	Schwandt	1990;	Suddaby	2006).	In	sharp	contrast	to	the	objectivist	
ontology	 and	 value-free	 framework	 that	 underpins	 positivism	 (Denzin	 and	 Lincoln	
2005),	the	interpretive	researcher,	as	a	human	instrument	within	the	research	process,	








Fontana	 and	 Frey	 (2005)	 proposed	 a	 more	 emphatic	 approach	 when	 carrying	 out	
interviews	so	that	the	“interviewer	becomes	an	advocate	and	partner	in	the	study”	(p.	
696),	 and	 hence	 “interviews	 are	 seen	 as	 negotiated	 accomplishments	 of	 both	
interviewers	and	respondents”	(p.	716).	By	purposely	rejecting	neutrality	as	a	desirable	
trait,	 the	qualitative	 inquirer	becomes	involved	in	actively	shaping	the	entire	research	
process.	 Consequently,	 the	 narrative	 style,	 which	 best	 reflects	 this	 philosophical	
paradigm,	 would	 be	 the	 first	 person,	 suggesting	 that	 we	 as	 researchers	 actively	
participate	 in	 the	construction	and	communication	of	 the	knowledge	embodied	 in	 the	









as	 to	 minimize	 obtrusiveness	 and	 attempt	 to	 blend	 into	 the	 research	 context	 with	
minimal	 disruption	 (Schwandt	 2000).	 As	 an	 unobtrusive	 “chameleon”	 of	 my	 field	 of	




my	 ethnographic	 data	 lead	 me	 to	 rich,	 subjective	 personal	 introspections	 or	 auto-	
ethnographies	 (Holbrook	 1995,	 2005,	 2006;	 see	 also	 Wohfeil	 2015).	 Beyond	 simple	
observation,	conducting	subjective	personal	introspections	allows	me	to	unpack	what	is	
“going	 on”	 in	 the	 field	 and	 how	meanings	 are	 made	 by	 research	 participants.	 In	 my	
                                                        
5 For Charmaz (2006) there is no need for a “silent authorship replete with assumed neutrality, objectivist 
pretentions, and an absent author” (pp. 174–175). 
6 Pratt (2009) suggested the use of power quotes to present the “most compelling” (p. 860) parts of the data, 
which effectively illustrate the main argument or theory, whereas proof quotes are used to “bolster points you 









have	 seen	 already,	 few	 studies	 embrace	 the	 paradigm	 for	 all	 that	 it	 is,	 and	 many	






overall	 study.	As	well	as	being	open	 to	see	social	phenomena	 through	 the	eyes	of	our	
participants,	we	should	also	remain	open	to	the	emerging	theoretical	constructs	or	adopt	
what	 Glaser	 (1978)	 termed	 theoretical	 sensitivity.	 Although	 this	 openness	may	 sound	
incredibly	 seductive,	 it	 can	 be	 excruciatingly	 painful	 in	 practice:	 hours,	 days,	 weeks,	






(Gibson	 and	 Hartman	 2014:34).	 However,	 if	 the	 researcher	 wishes	 to	 embrace	 GT’s	
signature	openness,	an	openness	 that	should	 in	 fact	 “cascade	throughout	 the	research	
process”	 (Gibson	 and	 Hartman	 2014:35),	 he	 or	 she	 needs	 to	 be	 willing	 to	 sacrifice	
semicompleted	work	in	exchange	for	richer,	more	paradigm-shifting	material.	From	my	
own	experience	 I	have	had	to	rewrite	entire	 literature	reviews,	reconsider	conceptual	
frameworks,	 and	discard	 large	 chunks	of	my	preliminary	 findings	 to	embrace	a	much	



























and	decides	what	data	 to	collect	next	and	where	to	 find	them,	 in	order	 to	develop	his	
theory	 as	 it	 emerges”	 (p.	 45).	 In	 sharp	 contrast	 to	 statistical	 (or	 random)	 sampling,	
theoretical	 (or	 purposive)	 sampling	 is	 carried	 out	 to	 “discover	 categories	 and	 their	
properties	and	to	suggest	interrelationships	into	a	theory”	(Glaser	and	Strauss	1967:62).	
For	Charmaz	(2006),	theoretical	sampling	helps	one	narrow	the	focus	on	the	categories	






	 Sampling	 technique	 goes	 hand	 in	 hand	 with	 sample	 size,	 which	 remains	 a	 thorny	
subject	 for	qualitative	researchers	(Pratt	2009).	 In	search	of	 the	magic	number,	Kvale	
(2007)	suggested	inter-	viewing	“as	many	subjects	as	necessary	to	find	out	what	you	need	
to	know”	(p.	43)—horribly	vague	advice	for	a	crucial	element	of	any	research	study.	A	
small	 sample	 size	 will	 make	 it	 difficult	 for	 the	 researcher	 to	 draw	 substantiated	
conclusions	and	make	theoretical	generalizations,	whereas	a	large	sample	size	may	prove	
too	vast	to	ever	achieve	a	thorough	and	convincing	analysis	of	the	issue	under	study.	A	
useful	 rule	of	 thumb	 is	 to	 stop	data	 collecting	once	your	 categories	 reach	 “theoretical	
saturation”—or	“completeness”	in	Glaser’s	(2001)	terms—meaning	that	you	perceive	a	
“core	 cate-	 gory”	 emerging	 from	 the	data	 that	 is	 able	 to	 integrate	 the	overall	 analysis	
(Strauss	and	Corbin	1990;	see	also	Charmaz	2006;	Glaser	and	Strauss	1967;	Silverman	
2006).	For	Charmaz	(2006),	saturation	is	achieved	when	the	data	“no	longer	[spark]	new	




between	data	collection	and	analysis,	 saturation	 is	not	always	obvious,	even	 to	





ethnographic	 participant	 observation	 in	 the	 field,	 as	 mentioned	 earlier,	 conducting	
interviews	is	a	key	tool	in	the	data	collection	process.	As	a	“powerful	method	of	producing	
knowledge	of	the	human	situation”	(Kvale	2007:9),	the	interview	allows	one	to	“step	into	
the	mind	 of	 another	 person,	 to	 see	 and	 experience	 the	world	 as	 they	 do	 themselves”	
(McCracken	 1988:9).	 As	 a	means	 of	 storytelling,	 interviews	 are	 excellent	 exploration	


















bones	 into	 a	 working	 skeleton.	 Thus,	 coding	 is	 more	 than	 a	 beginning,	 it	 shapes	 an	
analytic	frame	from	which	you	build	the	analysis”	(Charmaz	2006:45).	
Theoretical	 coding	 provides	 a	 deeper	 understanding	 of	 the	 issue	 and	 leads	 to	 the	
development	 of	 categories	 or	 themes,	 and	 subsequently	 to	 the	 development	 of	 data-
driven	theory.	Charmaz	(2006)	suggested	how	coding	should	encourage	the	researcher	
to	 “play	 with	 the	 ideas”	 (p.	 70)	 taken	 from	 the	 data	 in	 their	 search	 of	 a	 deeper	
understanding	of	the	social	phenomenon	under	study.	Grounded	theorists	recommend	
several	 coding	 cycles	 (such	 as	 initial	 and	 focused,	 first	 and	 second,	 or	 initial	 and	
intermediate	and	all	 their	subcategory-offspring)	as	ways	of	 filtering	through	the	data	
and	 eventually	 reaching	 the	 much-desirable	 core	 category.	 First-cycle	 methods	 are	
relatively	 simple,	 direct,	 and	 open	 (Strauss	 and	 Corbin	 1998),	 whereas	 second-cycle	
coding	necessitates	deeper	analytical	 skills	 to	classify,	prioritize,	 integrate,	 synthesize,	
abstract,	 conceptualize,	 and	 eventually	 build	 theory	 from	 the	 data.	 In	 search	 of	 a	
“coherent	synthesis	of	the	data	corpus”	(Saldaña	2009:149)	during	the	coding	analysis,	I	
personally	 prefer	 axial	 coding	 as	 a	 means	 to	 “reassemble	 fractured	 data”	 (Charmaz	
2006:60)	and	make	connections	between	categories	“to	give	coherence	to	the	emerging	
analysis”	 (Charmaz	 2006:60;	 see	 also	 Bryant	 and	 Charmaz	 2012;	 Strauss	 and	 Corbin	
1990,	 1998).	 By	 relating	 these	 various	 categories	 together,	 one	 ends	 up	 with	 a	 core	





Charmaz	 (2006)	 saw	memo-	 writing	 as	 the	 “pivotal	 intermediate	 step	 between	 data	







take	 a	 break	 from	 an	 often	 tedious	 coding	 process;	 to	 document	 and	 think	 about	 the	
process	 itself	along	with	 the	codes	one	has	developed	so	 far;	and	 to	determine	which	
categories,	themes,	and	concepts	are	giving	the	study	shape.	By	writing	memos	I	am	able	
to	remain	more	involved	in	the	analysis	of	my	emergent	themes	and	became	more	fluent	
                                                        
7 Gioia et al. (2012) elaborated on this analogy further in that “if the data structure is the anatomy of the coming 
theory, then the grounded model is the physiology of that theory. The writing in the GT section articulates and 
weaves together the workings of this anatomy and physiology to produce a dynamic inductive model that 




in	 abstracting	 ideas8	 so	 that	 memo-writing	 encourages	 our	 minds	 to	 “rove	 freely	 in,	
around,	 under,	 and	 from	 the	 category;	 and	 write	 whatever	 comes	 to	 [us]”	 (Charmaz	












after	 all,	 writers	 in	 this	world	 of	 academia.	 If	 I	 were	 not	 already	 enamored	with	 GT,	
discovering	memo-writing	was	simply	orgasmic.	
	 Last,	and	to	wrap	up	this	introduction	on	doing	GT,	we	need	to	consider	how	to	best	
present	 our	 grounded	 research	 in	 a	 publishable	 format.	 Even	 if	 GT	 is	 conducted	
iteratively,	 meaning	 that	 data	 are	 collected	 and	 analyzed	 simultaneously,	 its	 findings	
need	to	be	presented	sequentially:	 “In	pure	 form,	grounded	theory	research	would	be	
presented	as	a	jumble	of	literature	consultation,	data	collection,	and	analysis	conducted	

















how	 diagramming	 data	 can	 in	 fact	 help	 illustrate	 how	 the	 “methodological	 process	
unfolded	[showing	visually]	how	you	moved	from	raw	data	to	the	theoretical	labels	or	
constructs	 you	 are	 using	 to	 represent	 that	 data”	 (p.	 860).	 By	 illustrating	 “how	 we	




                                                        
8 Saldaña (2009) suggested applying the “touch test” when writing memos from tangible codes: from a “real” or 
“touchable” code such as “mother,” we should find its abstract equivalent, that is, “motherhood,” which will 
















case	 study,	 Lincoln	 and	 Guba	 (2013)	 stressed	 that	 it	 “provides	 the	 thick	 description	
needed	 to	 apprehend,	 appreciate,	 and	 understand	 the	 circumstances	 of	 the	 setting,	
including,	most	importantly,	its	physical,	social,	economic,	and	cultural	elements”	(p.	80;	
















eyes.	 From	 our	 initial	 exposure	 to	 the	 chosen	 research	 setting,	we	 start	 to	 carve	 out	
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